





























This paper presents findings from an objective lexical frequency study in British 
Sign Language (BSL) based on 24,823 tokens collected as part of the BSL 
Corpus Project. The BSL study is only the fourth objective frequency study 
involving sign languages to be reported and is also the first study for any sign 
language to be based on entirely on spontaneous conversational data. When 
compared to previous frequency studies (both spoken and signed), some 
similarities can be observed although differences that may be attributed to text 
type are also recorded. When compared with subjective frequency ratings 
collected for BSL, a positive relationship is reported (similar to what has been 
observed for spoken languages). This is in contrast to a previous study which 
suggested a much weaker relationship between the two; however, this 
conclusion was based on a frequency count derived from narratives. These 
differences highlight the importance of using frequency measures derived from 
natural and spontaneous data, an opinion that has been emphasised in the 
spoken language literature. 
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6 Vinson et al., (2008) refer to their ratings as measures of familiarity although 
instructions put to participants were actually framed in terms of subjective 
frequency (as in Balota et al., 2001). We use the term ‘subjective frequency’ here 
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8 Signs which were unknown and/or indecipherable (i.e., within the ‘other’ 
category noted above) represent 1.6% of the frequency data. 
9 We identified the following as function words: pronouns, conjunctions, 
determiners, interjections, quantifiers, modals and prepositions. Leech et al. 
(2001) provide parts of speech tags for all tokens appearing in the corpus and 
this is presented together with the frequency lists obtained from 
http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/bncfreq/flists (last accessed 9th April 2013). We selected 
tokens within the top 100 belonging to these categories above when determining 
the number of functional items in this subset. 
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11 The Auslan study generally follows similar guidelines as the current study 
regarding annotation of sign categories although classifier signs are glossed with 
the prefix DS (short for ‘depicting sign’, which reflects a difference in the 
terminology used to refer to this sign category) followed by information regarding 











???????????????? ?????? ?????? ??????
????????? ????? ????? ?????
??????????????? ????? ????? ?????
????????????????? ????? ????? ??????
?????? ????? ???? ????
?????? ????? ???? ????
??????????a? ???? ????? ?????
aWe did not separate sign names from the other categories shown in the BSL 
data. Sign names refer to signs used to represent a person’s name, a 
placename, the name of an institution, etc. Sign names are either subtypes of 
lexical signs or are derived from fingerspelling (with varying degrees of 
lexicalisation). Therefore, for the purposes of this study, and unlike the 
previous sign language studies, we decided to categorise sign names as 
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